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HOUSING AND NEBRASKA
When the Homestead Act was passed in
1862, Nebraska became a land of opportunity
for people of modest means. For a small ﬁling
fee, claimants received 160 free acres of
land, if they could live on it continuously for
5 years, build a home, and farm it. It was not
an easy task, but land and home ownership
were attainable if a claimant could survive
the tough weather and soil conditions, make
the improvements, and complete the 5 years.
Only 55% of Nebraska homesteaders made it.
At the same time, the government granted
huge tracts of land to the railroads with
the goal of helping to settle the country
westward. The railroads built their tracks
in unsettled areas and enticed settlers
with oﬀers of aﬀordable land that could
be bought over a period of years at low
interest rates. Land was cheap, and with
the support of the railroad supply lines,
housing was attainable. Farms and cities
began to pop up along the railroad lines.
During the Great Depression, thousands of
Nebraskans faced foreclosure on their farms
and homes. The National Housing Act of 1934
was implemented as part of FDR’s New Deal,
and it oﬀered homebuying assistance through
federally-backed mortgage loans. The FHA
programs were available only to white buyers.
When the economy recovered following
World War II, a new housing boom began
when the Federal Housing Administration
(FHA) oﬀered assistance to veterans to build
new homes via the GI Bill. Again, the beneﬁts
were oﬀered mainly to white buyers. While
whites built houses in the suburbs, people
of color were forced to remain in the cities
because they could not qualify for loans
and suburban convenants denied them
entry if they did have the means to build.
Even owning a home in the city became
nearly impossible when banks used the
practice of redlining to prevent investment
in poorer neighborhoods and ensured
that loans and insurance would be denied.
8

Today, urban communities face increasing
challenges of cost, availability, location in
relation to work and school, decreasing
public investment, deterioration of existing
housing stock, and the persistent legacies of
unjust housing policies of the 20th century.
This story is not unique to Nebraska; it can
be found in every state across the country.
Nationwide, only 37 units of aﬀordable
housing are available for every 100
extremely low-income Americans and Federal
assistance only serves 25% of those who
need it1. At a state level, Nebraska needs
over 30,000 homes for extremely lowincome renters2. And at a city level, the City
of Lincoln needs roughly 17,123 housing
units by 2030 to keep up with the growing
population and demand for fair housing3.
Of those 17,123 housing units needed, the
demand is split ﬁfty-ﬁfty into owned and
rented units. Additionally, of the 8,562 rental
units needed, 41% of them fall at a price point
that is either at or below market rate hones. In
the case of owned housing options, 55% need
to fall at an attainable price point. Combining
the demand for attainable rental and owned
housing units means the City of Lincoln needs
8,288 attainable housing units, or roughly
50 percent of overall need of housing by
2030. These numbers help illustrate that the
housing crisis not only impacts those at an
extremely low-income demographics but also
impacts those at middle-income levels too.
In the absence of direct public investment
solutions, this thesis, Prototyping Attainability,
explores how the combination of building
typologies and land uses can achieve
attainable housing strategies by striking a
balance between shared community spaces
and optimizing density, without disrupting the
existing residential landscape. Through this
exploration of research and design, strategic
changes in zoning, regulation and typologies
are suggested solutions to the housing crisis
not only within Nebraskan communities,
but in similar communities nationwide.

E ac h d ot i n this graphic
rep res ents one of the
17 , 123 u nits of housi ng
Li n c ol n needs by 2 0 30

ATTAINABLE VS. AFFORDABLE
So, what does attainable mean? And how
does it diﬀer from aﬀordable housing? Before
diﬀerentiating the two, it is important to
know what the driving factor behind these
two terms are, the Area Median Income
(AMI). Deﬁned as the midpoint of a region’s
income distribution, with half of families in
the area earning more than the median and
the other half earning less than the median4.
Affordable housing is defined by the
US Department of Housing and Urban
Development (HUD) as housing on
which the occupant is paying no more
than 30 percent of gross income
for housing costs, including utilities

Families who pay more than 30
percent of their income for housing
are considered cost burdened and may
have diﬃculty aﬀording necessities
such as food, clothing, transportation,
and medical care. An estimated
12 million renter and home owner
households now pay more than 50
percent of their annual incomes for
housing. A family with one full-time
worker earning the minimum wage
cannot aﬀord the local fair-market
rent for a two-bedroom apartment
anywhere in the United States
-U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development
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In regard to housing policy, the AMI
changes based on the geographical area,
causing aﬀordable housing deﬁnitions to
vary based upon the income thresholds
set by HUD relative to the area. Within the
context of Lincoln, Nebraska aﬀordable
housing is classified by those who fall
between the 50% and 80% of the AMI5.
Attainable housing on the other hand,
does not have a universal deﬁnition, but
is recognized as unsubsidized market
housing that is aﬀordable to households
with incomes between 80 and 120
percent of the area median income.
Although developers and architects have tried
evolving solution from small homes, values
housing, missing middle and high density
detached homes, the need for new approaches
to attainable housing are still evident

FRAMEWORK
The supply of attainable housing is not
an isolated problem to Lincoln. According
to the National Association of Home
Builders, the median price of a new home
in October 2018 was $325,100, compared
with a median price of $257,500 for
existing homes. Assuming a household
spends three times its income on a home,
a household would need an income of
$107,000, nearly double the median
household income nationwide, to aﬀord a
median-priced new home. This decrease in
for-sale housing supply and lower-priced
homes has translated into a mismatch
between income and home price, in
household size and home size (bed/bath).
Within the context of Lincoln, these
projects lie in what is referred to as the
“Area of Opportunity”, which serves as
the identiﬁed areas of opportunity for
aﬀordable housing units to be constructed.

Opportunity Zones designate
areas where new rental units or
businesses can be developed
through financial incentives to
investors in a qualiﬁed opportunity
fund. The tool has no cap on the
amount that can be invested into
opportunity zones, meaning there
is no limit to the extent the program
can be used for the development of
aﬀordable housing in these areas
-Aﬀordable Housing Coordinated
Action Plan
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While this area has been identiﬁed as the place
to build these units, Lincoln’s allowed density
system to regulate residential development
commonly known as single family zoning not only
discourages the implementation of multiple or
smaller units on a lot, but in many areas is illegal.
Single family zoning is not unique to the
Lincoln and is commonly referred to as R-1
Housing in many American cities. Aside from
this regulation being inequitable, ineﬃcient,
and unsustainable, single-family zoning
makes it harder for people to access places of
opportunity and contributes to shortages of
housing, thereby beneﬁting existing homeowners
at the expense of renters and forcing many
housing consumers to spend more on housing7.
In addition to this area being selected for economic
reasons, the area has also been determined to
have the highest amount of code violations,
vacant lots with inﬁll potential, existing stock
of aﬀordable housing options. By strategically
investing in these neighborhoods, revitalization
can occur, leading to the deconcentration and
transformation of high poverty neighborhoods
into new high opportunity places 8 .
Research has indicated that those who live
within these high opportunity zones will
live more successful lives and those who
are raised in these areas are more likely to
attend higher education. Living within these
neighborhoods is a proven way to help advance
economic mobility and a higher quality of life9.

NEIGHBORHOOD INTEGRATION
Although the projects laid out in this
guidebook are meant to be site-less
prototypes, it is important to explain some of
the over arching guiding design principles that
allow these projects to be inserted within any
neighborhood context. The following projects
listed in this guide are all situated within a
hypothetical single-family neighborhood of
Lincoln Nebraska, occupying a typical 50 foot
by 150 foot alley loaded lot. An area analysis
was conducted in the eastern and southern
portions of the Area of Opportunity within the
City of Lincoln to gain a better understanding
of the current housing typologies.

14

The most commonly seen building envelope
throughout this area is a gable, ranging
between one and three stories tall. Considering
this, all the envelope designs are guided
by this neighborhood context so that the
architectural style of each project seamlessly
integrates itself into the surrounding
neighborhoods while increasing density
and oﬀering new types of housing models.
However, because each project adds a higher
level of density to the area, the zoning of the
lot or neighborhood will most likely require
a considerable variance or form-based code
would be required for these projects to exist.
Outside of these overarching parameters,
each project will feature speciﬁc steps on
how it can be implemented and argued
for within the context of its surroundings.

URBAN DENSITY
ACTIVATOR
(UDA)
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WHO LIVES IN AN ADU?
Traditionally, an Accessory Dwelling
Unit (ADU) is a housing type
that conforms to singly family
neighborhoods by making use of
existing buildings or additional
land, known as inﬁlling. While this
approach undermines the lowdensity principles of single-family
zoning, ADUs are subordinated to the
primary house in size and aesthetics.
Each structure maintains its own
access, privacy, and natural light.

Often, an ADU is an urban
neighborhood centered approach
to creating more housing. The
units can be used by the following:
• Parents who want to age in
place
• College students who need
to be close to campus
• Service workers who need
to be close to the workplace
• Young individuals and
families who need a
sensible home while
they work to take the steps
toward ﬁnancial
independence
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REVERSING THE STRATEGY
With rising land costs and housing stock
shortages, many ﬁrst-time home buyers are
in need of sensible sized homes to live in and
gain equity. Similar to the traditional ADU
approach, the Urban Density Activator (UDA)
serves as an incremental approach to building
equity and neighborhoods by allowing
individuals to purchase a home they can aﬀord
without taking away housing stock from
another demographic or purchasing a home
that is signiﬁcantly outside of their means.
This system reimagines the relationship
between the ADU, the primary house, and
the lot by starting with an UDA as the ﬁrst
structure - designed around the theoretical
future home. Overtime, UDA residents build
equity and eventually build their future house
to grow into on the back half of their lot. The
UDA is then utilized for additional revenue
streams for the new homeowners to help
mitigate tax hikes and other cost burdens.
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By building an UDA ﬁrst in an incremental
approach to gaining equity, adding density,
and providing a solution for the housing
crisis, this methodology challenges the
behaviors that are often associated when
ADUs are proposed for a community as
additional units. Ultimately, this incremental
equity and building approach gives individual
families and homeowners’ control over
development in their neighborhoods.

SITE PLAN
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1

2

800 SF, 1 Bed 1 Bath UDA

1,800 SF Future “Primary Home”

2

1
4

3

3

4

Interlocking, permeable pavers
provide parking spaces that can
also be used as an extension
of the lawn when not utilized.

Solar Panels oriented and tilted
to maximize solar exposure.
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2

1

FIRST FLOOR PLAN
1
Carved out porch allows for
s h e l te re d o u t d o o r s p a ce .
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2
Shared

plumbing

wall

SECOND FLOOR PLAN
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Daylight
Access to daylight supports
circadian fuction and reduces
lighting energy consumption

Envelope
Roofs oriented and tilted for
maximum solar exposure
High SRI to reduce heat island
eﬀect and prevent heat gains

Ventilation
Natural ventilation and access to
fresh air through operable
fenestyrations

Energy
Energy from solar panels stored
in on site batteries.
Energy eﬃcient electric heat
pumps provide space heating and
cooling

PASSIVE STRATEGY
The UDA does not only provide an incremental
approach in providing attainability to new
homeowners. The UDA uses passive design
strategies to optimize
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daylight, provide natural ventilation, and
reduce heating and cooling loads. Interior
ﬁxtures, appliances, and mechanical systems
are selected to reduce energy consumption.
Additionally, on-site energy production helps
the site achieves net positive energy.

Future Home
Future 1,800 SF home to be built
overtime
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1

Green roof with Sedum plantings (succulents)
requires less water, maintenance, and
roof structure but still provide the many
beneﬁts of an extensive green roof such
as improved insulation, cooling eﬀects, and
an increase eﬃciencies for solar collection.

2

Interlocking, permeable pavers provide
parking spaces that can also be
used as public space when not used.
5

3

Deep window frames provide solar shading
to prevent unwanted direct sunlight

4

Roof is oriented and tilted to
maximize solar exposure and assist
with interior passive ventilation.

5

Future

6

Side yard is large enough to allow
future primary house to have its
own “front yard” and street access.

1,800

SF

primary

unit.

6
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1
4

3

2
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URBAN
INJECTION

30

UNDERSTANDING MULTIFAMILY NEEDS
As called out earlier, the city of Lincoln
is in need of roughly 4,000 rental
homes by 2030. The area identified to
the right highlights multifamily parcels
within the City’s “Area of Opportunity.”
To gain a better understanding of
how multifamily parcels interact
with the overall area, each cluster of
multifamily parcels were studied to
understand the typologies that occurred.
In the southern region of the map, the
majority of the units were a typical fourplex, consisting of a square or rectangular
brick building with a common entrance
and four to six units inside ranging
between two and three story complexes.
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In the northern area, the parcels identiﬁed
as multifamily had either not been built
upon yet or were relatively new apartment
complexes that matches the characteristics
of a modern apartment typology of
three to ﬁve stories with a range of unit
layouts, amenities, and parking lots.
In the eastern region, a unique typology was
frequently found — a motel like apartment
with a number of units ranging from four to
twelve. To give this typology a name, we
will call it a slip-in apartment. Similar to the
four-plexes found in the south region, this
type occupies a 50’ x 150’ alley loaded lot
with a small allocation of parking located in
the rear. Although this typology is no longer
allowed to be constructed within Lincoln due
to current zoning and design standards, the
density this typology can add to a standard
lot is too significant to be overlooked.

C
2

B
3

A

SITE PLAN
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C
1

2

Communal porches satisfy
City Ordinance that all houses
must have a porch that is
50% the front elevation and
setback while providing ﬂexible
spaces for residents to occupy.

Interlocking, permeable pavers
provide parking spaces that can
also be used as an extension
of the lawn when not utilized.

B
4

A
1

3

4

Solar Panels oriented and tilted
to maximize solar exposure.

Subtraction of middle units provides
residents a private pocket park
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C

8

B

5

A

6

8

FIRST FLOOR PLAN
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C
5

6

1 Bedroom - 3⁄4 Bath Apartment.
Width and length of apartment
is optimized to allow spaces to
receive ample natural light, natural
ventilation, and eﬃcient circulation.

2 - 3 Bedroom - 21⁄2 Bath
Apartment. Each bedroom is
sized with ample space to allow
for ﬂexibility in use of the space.

B
8

7

A

7

8

Shared “parti” walls allow for
eﬃcient construction by housing
all necessary plumbing, HVAC,
and other mechanical components

Communal spaces for recreation and
relaxation ranging from lawn spaces,
public porches, and a pocket park.
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C

6

5

FIRST FLOOR PLAN
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C
5

6

1 Bedroom - 3⁄4 Bath Apartment.
Width and length of apartment
is optimized to allow spaces to
receive ample natural light, natural
ventilation, and eﬃcient circulation.

2 - 3 Bedroom - 21⁄2 Bath
Apartment. Each bedroom is
sized with ample space to allow
for ﬂexibility in use of the space.

7

7
Shared “parti” walls allow for
eﬃcient construction by housing
all necessary plumbing, HVAC,
and other mechanical components

39

SECTION A

SECTION B
40

41

1

2

3

4

5

Deep window frames provide solar shading
to prevent unwanted direct sunlight
Roof is oriented and tilted to maximize solar
exposure and assist with interior passive
ventilation.
1

Communal porches satisfy City Ordinance
that all houses must have a porch that is
50% the front elevation and setback while
providing ﬂexible spaces for residents to
occupy.
Individual carved out porches unify the
units by relating to the material to the front
communal porches.
Studios are recessed to allow for additional
light to enter the studio and two bedroom
units.

5
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SECTION C

5
2

3
4

2

3
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NEIGHBOR-TYPE
MODEL

44

NEIGHBOR-TYPE HOUSE
The Neighbor-Type Model originated
from a previous project, commissioned by
Neighborworks Lincoln and designed in
partnership with FACT (Fabrication and
Construction Team) directed by Jeﬀrey Day
and with project teammate Jamie Schacher.

The impact of land costs on housing
costs is often most noticeable in the
owner-occupied homes, but also has a
signiﬁcant impact on the ability to ﬁnance
aﬀordable housing developments.
-Aﬀordable Housing Coordinated Action
Plan
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The original project maximizes land use and
approaches aﬀordability through densiﬁcation and the ownership model of a community land trust. Five homes of various sizes
share a 100ʹ x 150ʹ double lot. Individual families may purchase the homes while the land
remains with the trust as a shared resource.
The proposal strikes a balance between the
security of ownership and the shared values of the community, ultimately providing
access to housing in an accelerating market.
During the design process of the NeighborType House, it was important to organize
the dense site with a central sidewalk.
to create a gradient of public to private
spaces with an outdoor gathering area at
the center. At the rear of the lot the path
bisects a shared carport with garbage/recycling stations fronting an existing alley.

NEIGHBOR-TYPE BLOCK
Expanding the Neighbor-Type House into a
large model creates denser, more sustainable,
and more social living conditions. Through a
variation of two-story homes, ranches, and
duplexes, 17 housing units occupy the site. By
encouraging a range of diﬀerent inhabitants
to live in the area, Neighbor-Type transforms
Lincoln’s typical suburban experience
into a richly diverse community where
individuality and quality of life are abundant.
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Greenery encircles and permeates the
site, a network of sidewalks connects the
neighborhood while drawing residents
into communal backyard spaces. Car
parking is relegated along the alley,
allowing the site to be pedestrian friendly.
Just as systematic construction processes
have increased the aﬀordability of the housing
market, the use of a community land trust
creates a model that retains aﬀordability while
challenging the lifestyles of neighborhoods.

ORGANIZATION OF SPACE
The driving factor of the plans is public
vs. private space to ensure the homes
public spaces are centered towards
the communal spaces and connected
sidewalks while the private spaces are
tucked away and placed at higher levels.
The model oﬀers three types of home,
a ranch and a 2-story — both that share
a common footprint to allow this model
to be placed onto multiple lots and
the height or needs of the home can
easily be rearranged — and a duplex.
The ﬁrst ﬂoor serves as an open living
space for the family with the kitchen,
dining room, and living room. A bedroom
is nestled behind the kitchen and is
designed to serve as a Live/Work option
for the two-story homes. For the two-story
homes, the second ﬂoor contains two
bedrooms, a bathroom and a primary suite.
The duplex units operate similarly to
the single family layouts with the ﬁrst
ﬂoor being public space by not having a
bedroom. Two bedrooms, a bathroom, and
a ﬂex space occupy the second ﬂoor. While
the duplex is only 800 SF it was important
to still give ﬂexibility to renters to utilize
the space as they need by allowing
space for an oﬃce or a guest room.
All the housing options include a
basement that is built out to be ﬁnished
by having polished concrete ﬂooring,
framed walls, plumbed ﬁxture hookups,
and egress windows installed. This allows
homeowners to grow into the space when
they are ready, with minimal expense
while still gaining equity in the process.
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3

4

3

4

2
2

1

SITE PLAN
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1

2

Duplex Units

2 Story, single family unit

2

4

3

3

4
4

2

2

1

1

3

4

1 Story, single family unit

Communal backyards
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN
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57

SECOND FLOOR PLAN
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COMMUNAL BACKYARDS
The small private yards and staggering of
units throughout the lot allow for diﬀerent
extensions of the house to occupy the outdoor
public realm. From outdoor kitchens, to canopy
covered benches, playgrounds, community
gardens, and lounge areas, communities
are able to pick and choose what shared
spaces will suit the needs of the residents’
lifestyles best. The current Neighbor-Type
Model represents one of each of these
diﬀerent spaces to show the possibilities of
diﬀerent programming throughout the site
but is not a deﬁning limit to what can be
implemented in a built version of the project.

Open spaces additionally provide a
platform for social interaction and
organization. When communities have
a central location in which to gather,
people are more likely to bond with
their neighbors, feel connected to their
neighborhood, and form a sense of
shared identity
-Robert Wood Foundation
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The sections on the right both showcase
the relationship between the public and
private relationships between the indoor
and outdoor spaces. In both sections, the
kitchen is the common room that is cut
through, displaying the relationship of the
public parts of the home to view out into
the public areas of the outdoor community
space. The top section cuts through the
outdoor kitchen, while the bottom section
cuts through the community garden and
the outdoor play space.
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1

Duplex - 2 Bedroom, 1 Bath

2

2 Story Home - 3-4 Bedroom, 2 3⁄4 Bath

3

1 Story ADA Ranch - 1-2 Bedroom, 1 Bath

4

Carports + Trash

5

Outdoor Kitchen

6

Vertical Communal Garden

7

Outdoor Lounge

8

Playspace

9

Tree Canopy with Benches

10

Carved Porche

1

3

9

2
10
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Duplex

2 - Story

2 - Story

4

5
8

6
7

10

63
Duplex

2 - Story

Duplex

IMPLEMENTATION PLAN
The design of the Neighbor-Type house is
simple and iconic with varying proportional
window sizes placed according to
interior functions and captured views,
while still ﬁtting into the context of the
surrounding neighborhood. Due to their
eﬃcient simplicity several variances would
need to be created in order to allow for
certain design standards to be adjusted.
The biggest difference between this
prototype and the local design standards is
the porch. By utilizing a carved out portion
of the ﬁrst ﬂoor to serve as the porch, the
houses do not meet the design standard of
measuring a minimum of 50% the street
elevation of the house and either half
the distance of the front yard or 10 feet.
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The other design standard that may
need to be adjusted is the number of the
aesthetic characteristics on the street
facing elevation. Although this requirement
suggests the materiality of the home
should match the surroundings, it in fact
is only specified to match the number
of openings, height of entry, and the
pitch of the roof. As laid out in the initial
framework, the consistent gabled envelope
should allow this prototype to integrate
itself seamlessly into the neighborhood.
In terms of constructing the 13 houses on
the site, there are three diﬀerent approaches
that can be taken to achieve the same goal.

The ﬁrst approach only applies to the four
interior homes, as the street facing home is
considered the primary residence and the
smaller house in the back is classiﬁed as an
accessory dwelling unit (ADU) or a secondary
residence. This model works best if both
units are owned and are being rented out.

The last model utilizes a Community Land
Trust as a mechanism to add density. The
land is owned by a community organization
and only the homes are sold or rented to
occupants whereas the land is leased. Not
only does this model serve as a way for
implementation, but also provides a means to
keep the value of the homes below the market
rate since the land is not tied to the properties.

The second approach is to parcel out each
address and have a small strip of land
connect to the street. This model would
allow each home to be owned, not rented.
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CON CL U SION

66
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In conclusion, the Urban Density Activator
(UDA), Urban Injection, and Neighbor-Type
models were created through the combination
of land use strategies and building typologies
to strike a balance between shared community
spaces and optimizing density, without
disrupting the existing residential landscape.
Together, these models provide suggestions
on strategic changes that can be applied to
local zoning, planning, and regulatory codes.
The goal of this exploration was to create a
series of architectural prototypes that address
the need for attainable housing within an
urban inﬁll scale. These projects cannot
truly be prototypical unless the framework
of individual communities is applied and
understood. It is imperative that local
architects, planners, and other professionals
must consider the design goals, development
outcomes, and concrete limitations of a site
to adequately provide access to attainable
housing solutions.
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In the absen c e of d ire ct p u b l ic i n vestm ent s ol utions , P rototy pi n g
Attai nabi l it y, e xp lores h ow t h e c om bi nation of b u i l di n g ty p olog ies
and l and uses can a c h ieve attai nab le h ous i n g strate g ies by str i ki ng a balan c e b et we en share d c omm u n ity s pac es an d opti m i z i n g
density, wit h o ut d isr u pt in g th e e x isti n g res i d enti al l an ds cape .
Through th is e xp lorat ion of res earc h an d d es i g n , strate g ic c han ges
i n zoni ng , re gu lat ion an d t yp olog ies w i l l be brou g ht f or war d to ai d
the framewor k p ro c ess of sol utions to th e h ous i n g cr is is n ot on l y
withi n Ne b raskan c om m u n it ies , but i n c omm u n ities nation w i d e .
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